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Ellen H. Ricltards 
-Home Economist, Wife, Homemal~er 
A GIRL, intense-eyed and quick-witted, stood behind the miscel-
laneous assortm·ent of merchan-
dise on the counter of her father's gen-
eral store. She sold tobacco along with 
the dry goods and groceries, but she 
fairly hated the stuff. One day a knot 
of th e small town loafers took their 
purchased tobacco and their pipes and 
sauntered over to the stove to smoke 
and gossip while they tipped back their 
chairs and stuck their feet up. 
The girl with the snapping eyes ob-
jected. 
"Why," then said one, "do you sell 
us tobacco if you don't expect us to 
smoke it?" 
"We sell you molasses too but we 
don't expect you to stay here and cook 
it up," she retorted. 
That girl was Ellen H. Richards, in 
whose honor we celebrate a convoca-
tion on December 3. 
But .. · .. 
We might not have this annual con-
vocation if there had not been a South 
American revolution and a eertain col-
lege president who thought of a way to 
get around his board of trustees with-
out their knowing about it. 
For Ellen H. Richards, far from being 
the name of a woman related to home 
economics, cold and impersonal and far 
away as the moon to most of us, is the 
name of a woman who somehow had a 
faculty for having extraordinary things 
happen to her and happen to her first. 
It is the name of a woman who achiev-
ed all those things the modern colleg·e 
woman desires- husband, a home, a 
career- and a large measure of fame 
besides. 
And it all might not have happened 
if that South American revolution had 
not come along just when it did .. . 
Ellen H. Richards, only it was Ellen 
Swallow then, was just fresh from 
two years of math-solving and tele-
scope gazing at Vassar, at a time when 
Vassar was still young ·enough to be 
on trial for its -existence. She wanted a 
job, but nothing short of California 
would do. So she indulged her love 
of adventure to the extreme and pick-
ed South America. She was ready to 
go; she was anxiously waiting to go. 
Then that fateful war broke out and 
President Sarmiento decided that none 
of the six American school teachers he 
had hired h ad better ventur-e into the 
unsettled conditions of the Argentine 
Republic. That left Ellen Swallow 
still in America and still very defi-
nitely without a use for h er education. 
It was bitter disappointment to her, 
but if it had never happened sh e might 
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never have turned to chemistry as a 
starting career in her effort to make a 
place for herself in a stridently male 
world. She might never have become 
interested in American women and 
their problems, nor seen the great pos-
sibilities of applying science to home-
making. 
She still wanted a career, but those 
were the days when women were fe-
males and as such just didn't have ca-
reers. Nevertheless she wrote a good 
firm of Quaker chemists, who answered 
in a very stilted, yet halfway sympa-
thetic, fashion that they knew of no 
firm to which they could direct her at-
tention, but they had heard "that fe-
male assistance was employed in an 
apothecary store." They further re-
gretted that they could render her no 
aid even though they desired to see 
"proper means of livelihood thrown 
open to females." 
Ellen Swallow now tried to enter a 
men's scientific school. In the mean-
time, even as the modern college girl 
without a job, she worked around home, 
making wax flowers for wedding gifts, 
doing fancy work for the fair, reading, 
and cooking for Thanksgiving. But 
she was nearly going wild at all the 
hindrances before her. 
Finally she heard from a Mr. Runkle, 
president of the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology. A clever old man he 
was-he knew how hard it would be 
to buck public opinion and that of the 
board of trustees should he allow young 
women to enter the institution. In a 
letter signed "Faithfully yours," he 
merely said that Ellen Swallow was to 
have all the advantages of the insti-
tution without charge of any kind. He 
didn't tell her the whys and the 
wherefores of it, and sh e accepted. 
But later she found out. "I thought it 
was out of the goodness of his heart, 
because I was a poor girl with my way 
to make, that he r·Emitted the fee, but 
I learned later that it was because he 
could say I was not a student, should 
any of the trustees or students make a 
fuss about my presence. Had I r.ealiz-
ed upon what basis I was taken, I 
would not have gone.'' 
But she did go, and once there her 
career got a good start. She set out 
to make h erself indispensable. She 
thought "perhaps the fact that I do not 
scorn womanly duties but claim it as 
a privilege to clean up and sort of su-
pervise the room and sew things,etc., 
is winning me stronger allies than any-
thing else. Even Prof·essor A accords 
me his sanction when I sort his papers 
or tie up a sore finger or dust the table, 
etc. Last night Professor B found me 
useful to mend his suspenders which 
had come to grief, much to the amuse-
ment of young Mr. C.'' 
From here Ellen Swallow went on 
and up, but but it was while she was 
working in this laboratory that she 
married Mr. Richards. She had given 
up the idea of marriage some years be-
fore. "Oh, Annie," she wrote, "the 
silent misery I am discovering ev·ery 
now and then among my friends whom 
I thought (were) as happy as most, 
makes us shudder. Yesterday some 
things I heard about one of my dear-est 
friends made me almost vow I never 
would bind myself with the chains of 
matrimony. I don't believe girls usu-
ally get behind the scenes as much as 
I have or they could not get up such 
enthusiasm for married life." 
And when she fell in love she was 
testing water in a laboratory, analysis 
after analysis, accurately and care-
fully for a public water survey. It was 
a Mr. Richards, head of the mining de-
partment, the exact opposite of herself 
in temperament. She was quick; he 
was slow and deliberate and judicial. 
She was a little shy about her romance, 
even when she wrote home to her 
mother she called him "Your Profes-
sor." And she had to take fac.etious 
remarks from Mr. Smith, a friend of 
hers in the laboratory. "Cupid has ap-
peared among the retorts and receiv-
ers," he hinted. 
They were quietly married and went 
directly to the house they had chosen 
at Jamaica Plain. Robert was excited, 
important professor though he was. 
Ellen Richards was excited. They went 
out to the house, and Robert discover-
ed that he had made some slight slips 
in packing. He had no necktie but a 
white one. Ellen Richards laughed at 
him, and then she discovered that she 
had left all her keys in her closet door 
at 523 Columbus Avenue and she could 
get at no clothes except those she had 
on. 
They went off on a wedding trip. But 
such a wedding trip! Not just she and 
Robert went, but Professor Richards, 
and his new wife and his whole class 
in mining engineering headed for Nova 
Scotia to do some practical work. She 
wore an outing costume--heavy boots 
and a short skirt (quite a rarity and a 
scandal in those days) and when, stand-
ing on the steps of the Institute she 
met some fashionable Vassar friends of 
hers they refused to believe that she 
was a bride. 
She went back to her work at the 
Institute, later teaching and working 
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to get other women admitted to the 
school where she had been the first. 
She did numbers of things in the edu-
cational field before she became defi-
nitely interested in the home economics 
that now is almost the only thing with 
which we associate her name. But 
through it all she was human, she 
was alive, she was hospitable," and in 
no place was this more apparent than 
in her home. 
To begin with, it was a little differ-
ent from the ordinary home of the time. 
It was an era when fresh air was dan-
g-erous, curtains were heavy dark plush, 
and there was no running hot water. 
In her Jamaica Plains house, Ellen H. 
Richards had a furnace, a skylight, a 
special ventilator designed by her and 
her husband, and a hot water heater. 
She had no curtains at the windows, 
except in the bath, but grew green 
plants instead-more and more of them 
at the windows. The plants were kept 
water-ed by a special hose arrangement. 
Mrs. Richards, as one of her guests 
described her, was a "small woman 
with a thin face, white hair, very black 
eyebrows, and eyes that sparkle with 
life." She allowed no engagements or 
complications to interfere with her hos-
pitality. Her house was always open. 
A regular affair was the dinner she 
gave for those from distant parts of 
the world. Mr. Richards put on an ex-
hibition of glass blowing and mad= a 
water hammer which was raffled off 
-with much amusement later in the 
evening. 
That is the way her friends knew 
her,-filled with limitless energy and 
with a certain quality of aliveness 
about her, ·the same quality that she 
had when she talked back to the men 
in her father's general store. 
It is for this woman, not the cold 
impersonal "force in home economics" 
that we celebrate Ellen H . Richards 
Day, years after the revolution that 
kept her from going to South America, 
and the clever college president let her 
enter his institution without paying 
tuition just to keep her name off the 
books. 
Around the Globe 
H OW about importing a few Noel ideas this year? Here are some 
tips from far away which give 
new slants on ways of carrying out the 
Christmas season activities. 
Maybe you hav-e a clever little gift 
that you're dying to present to some-
one at your home during the Christmas 
season. Denmark gives a simple but 
interesting solution to the problem. In 
a bowl of rice, drop one almond. "The 
prize, usually candy, is given to the 
person, whose serving contains the al-
mond," says V. H . Nielsen, of the Dairy 
Industry Department at Iowa State Col-
lege. Of course we could adapt the 
idea to other foods if it worked out 
more easily. 
Whitewashing for Christmas? Yes, 
indeed! Dr. Ida Greaves of the Eco-
nomics Department says that in the 
West Indies wild cherry trees are 
whitewashed and then adorned, or left 
green but sprinkled with frost crystals. 
If you're looking for new decorations 
for Christmas parties, little white-
washed trees would be unusual. 
Sometimes you think and think about 
what to give a neighbor or other friend 
for Christmas. You want it to be simple, 
useful and inexpensive. From below 
the equator comes the idea of "pan 
dulce." This is a little cake which 
South Americans sometimes give, ac-
cording to Ines Rosenbusch, I. S. Jr. 
She says they wrap it attractive~y and 
put it in a bask-et. In Poland, cakes 
made in the shapes of different ani-
mals spread the Yuletide spirit. This 
custom has many possibilities for origi-
nality. 
How are you going to entertain your 
little cousins during the holidays? Try 
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Czechoslavakian fortune telling! Pour 
melted wax into cold water and let 
your imagination run its course when 
you see the shapes it takes. While 
you have a pail of water near by, 
float some tiny lighted candles in nut 
shells, and bestow an honor or award 
a prize to the one whose candle floats 
upright longest and burns to the end. 
Children will love it! 
Although those who prepare the 
Christmas ev-e dinner may not find it as 
convenient, the custom of sitting down 
to eat when the first star appears in the 
sky seems like a nice Christmas tradi-
tion. The Ukranians begin their twelv-e 
course meal with the first star rather 
than watching the clock. Try it this 
year just as a break from the mechan-
ical routine of other days. 
No customs duties or taxes ar-e re-
quired for the Hungarian idea of gild-
ing nuts for tree decorations. These 
nuts would also make clever little 
place-card holders, for the name-cards 
could be wedged into the slightly 
parted halves. Table decorations could 
be formed out of chains of gilded or 
silvered nuts, giving an atmospher-e of 
simplicity. 
Have you ever thought of Christmas 
without visualizing an evergreen tree 
lighted days before the 25th, without 
snow or at least cold w eather, without 
red and green colors predominating or 
without mistletoe? 
"Christmas trees aren't lighted in our 
homes in Denmark until Christmas eve, 
when they'r-e a surprise for the chil-
dren," says Mr. Nielsen. Only stores 
and business concerns display decorated 
trees before the 24th. 
If you lived in th-e West Indies or 
South America, Christmas would be 
connected in your mind with hot-very 
hot weather, swimming and tennis. Ines 
Rosen busch says that there is no mistle-
toe used in South America, and red and 
green colors aren't seen predominantly 
as they are here. 
We habitual last-minute shoppers 
better not move to the West Indies! 
Gifts have to be sent out of the islands 
about two weeks earlier, if they're to 
be received on time. Miss Gr-eaves says 
that cards from other countries are still 
being received in the West Indies in 
February, because too · many people 
allow only a day or two for transporta-
tion. We could advantageously adopt 
the shopping dates of these islands. 
Are you interested ,in food? The 
Hawaiians individualistically prepare 
roast pig by digging a hole in the 
ground, building a fir-e in the bottom of 
it, placing stones on top and heating 
them for about three hours. The whole 
pig is put on the hot stones, which are 
covered with tea leaves, and roasted. 
Tho roast pig, prepared for Christmas 
and special occasions in this manner, 
is served on a table covered with large 
tea leaves. 
Red cabbage and pork or goose are 
included in the Danish Christmas. din-
ner, while ham and horse-radish form 
a part of the typical Yugoslavian 
Christmas breakfast. 
Our traditions and customs are lots 
of fun, interesting and important, but 
they can be made even nicer by giving 
them a new touch. 
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